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What is the co-op unit? 


It is a special unit created in 1975 by 
the federal Minister of Agriculture 

to serve the needs of the co-operative 
sector. Its primary objectives are to 
provide technical information and 
advisory services to co-operatives 
and producer marketing boards, 

and to represent their interests in 

the formulation of government policy 
and legislation. The Unit also serves 
as a source of information on producer 
marketing boards. 


Why a special unit 
for co-operatives? 


Co-operatives are a strong economic 
and social force in Canada, with a 
membership of nine million. Canadians 
have long recognized the benefits of 
pooling resources in the pursuit of 
common good. Farmers, in particular, 
have shown how co-operation can 
help improve living standards and 
maintain the competitive position of 
the family farm. Co-operative 
purchasing of farm supplies and 
marketing of farm products have 
helped farmers reduce costs and 
obtain greater returns in the market 
place. 


All co-operatives in Canada, following 
the principle of democratic control by ~ 
their members, are 100 percent 
Canadian-owned and operated. In 
recent years, in addition to increasing 
their share of the market, they have 
branched out into new activities. Farm 
production co-operatives and housing 
co-operatives are two notable 
examples. 


Despite their proven benefit, co- 
operatives have felt that they were 

not getting the recognition they 
deserved from the federal government. 
They have also felt that there was a 
lack of understanding of the special 
features of co-operatives, which 
sometimes resulted in their being 
treated differently from their industrial 
counterparts. The Minister, recognizing 
these shortfalls, set up the Unit, in the 
department’s Economics Branch. 


How will the unit help? 


The Unit strongly endorses the co- 
Operative approach in Canadian 
agriculture and is committed to doing 
its best to help co-operatives be 
competitive and progressive. Its staff 
are willing to travel throughout the 
country visiting co-operatives and 
listening to their views, concerns and 
suggestions. They are eager to talk to 
individuals or groups, in factory, farm 
or field to help create a greater 


understanding of co-operation. They 
will strive to ensure that co-operatives 
are seen as a democratic form of 
organization capable of competing 
efficiently with other forms of business. 


What services 
will it provide? 


A voice in government 


Co-operatives, like other business 
groups and individuals, often feel they 
are far removed from the government 
scene, with little chance to make their 
views known. The Unit sees one of its 
major roles as that of creating a voice 
for co-operatives within the federal 
government. This will focus the 
movement in the eyes of policy- 
makers, keeping them aware of its 
scale and potential, as well as its 
specific characteristics and problems. 


Economies of scale on a co-operative farm. 


A second major role will be that of 
assessing the impact of proposed 
government policies and legislation 
On co-operatives. 


By being attuned to the needs of 
co-operatives and by being familiar 
with government procedures, the Unit 
will serve as a natural information link 
between co-operatives and 
government, through the central 
organizations, the Co-operative Union 
of Canada (C.U.C.) and Le Conseil de 
la Cooperation Canadien (C.C.C.). 

A further role will be to assist co- 
operatives in their dealings with 
federal departments. 


Information 


A co-operative in Saskatchewan will 
encounter conditions and government 
policies different from those of its 
counterpart in Ontario. It is clearly to 
their mutual benefit to be familiar with 
policies and activities in other 
provinces. Unit staff, through their 
nationwide and international coverage 
of the co-operative sector, hope to 
provide information of relevance from 
outside provincial boundaries that will 
prove useful to co-operatives and 
provincial goverments alike. 


Technical assistance 


In today’s dynamic economic climate, 
it’s difficult to Keep up to date. It’s 
hard to adjust to rapid change. 
Businesses need to keep in constant 
touch with technical innovations and 
to frequently take stock of their 
productivity level. Co-operatives are 
no exception. They want and need to 
Know what's new and how to put it to 
work. The Unit will helo by seeking 
out the latest developments and 
proven practices, both within Canada 
and other countries. It will make them 
available in practical form, show their 
application and help assess their 
effectiveness. The Unit is also 
prepared to carry out studies on 
alternative marketing systems and will 
advise on financing arrangements, 
taxation questions and legal contracts. 


Advice and training 


Keeping the spirit of co-operation 
flourishing, and maintaining first-rate 
service for members Is no easy task. 
Problems arise. Different strategies 
need to be evaluated. New courses 
need to be charted and opportunities 
exploited. The Unit is dedicated to 
helping co-operatives tackle these 
challenges squarely and make the 
right decisions. 


The Unit believes that the education 
and training of directors and managers 
of co-operatives is an extremely 
important activity. Elected 
representatives have a responsibility 
to ensure that the views of individual 
members are fully reflected in the 
decision-making process. Leadership, 
Staff motivation and communication 
are significant areas where education 
can help. The Unit recognizes the 
excellent work being done in this field 
by the Co-operative College. 


Research 


Sound advice hinges on reliable 
information. Its basis is research. The 
Unit will give it priority by combing the 
literature in government, universities 
and libraries and gleaning information 
that is current and applicable. Studies 
will be conducted from time to time on 
social, technical and economic 
matters related to co-operation. 


Statistics 


The Unit will continue to publish 
Statistics on co-operatives and 
marketing boards to show trends and 
indicate where changes are occurring. 
By analyzing trends, the Unit can 
identify research and technical needs. 
The usefulness of statistics will be 
improved by more frequent updating 
and more modern techniques. 


Other activities? 


The Unit wishes to do its share in 
promoting the spirit of co-operation 
by working with other sectors. This 
includes communicating with public 
and private industry, and groups 
seeking information on the pros and 
cons of forming a co-operative. The 
Unit feels all persons in society should 
be aware of the organization, scope 
and importance of co-operation in 
Canada. The staff are available to 
speak at meetings and seminars to 
explain the principles of the co- 
operative movement. 


Participation in task forces and team 
projects in Canada and abroad is 
another activity. The promotion of 
co-operation in developing countries 
is logical in view of the success the 
movement is enjoying in developed 
countries. 


How to reach the unit 


If you want to contact the Unit, simply 
write Co-op Unit, Economics Branch, 
Agriculture Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, 
K1A OC5. Or phone (613) 994-5571. 
It's there to serve you. 
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